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Introduction 
This paper examines the working pathways of young full-time university students in 
Australia. It draws on some of the data from a three year research project funded by 
the Australian Research Council.  The project was called ‘Changing the way that 
Australian enter the workforce: Part-time working careers of young full-time school 
and tertiary students’. The project had three industry partners: Service Skills 
Australia (the Industry Skills Council for the service industries), McDonalds Australia 
(a fast food company) and The Reject Shop (a discount chain). Much of the research 
took place inside companies, in schools and with national stakeholders (eg Smith & 
Patton, 2011; Smith & Patton, 2013), but this paper reports on the research that took 
place with students in universities. In the project we were keen to explore the notion 
of part-time working while studying as a medium-term career, especially in the 
context of the need for career flexibility and adaptability (Poehnell & Amundson, 
2002). 
 
Background and literature review 
The data from successive cohorts of the Longitudinal Surveys of Australia Youth (eg 
Polidano & Zakirova, 2011) and other studies such as Smith and Green (2001), 
show that at least two-thirds of school students of working age have formal part-time 
jobs. Young university students are even more likely to work (McInnis, James and 
Hartley 2000).  While this phenomenon was commonplace in the US throughout the 
second half of the twentieth century (Greenberger and Steinberg 1986), it has only 
become widespread in Australia in the past two to three decades. Students’ jobs 
have not generally been seen as important except as a preparation for ‘real’ working 
life (i.e., that which commences once full-time study ceases). One likely reason for 
such undervaluation is that student jobs are part-time and usually in the service 
industries, where jobs tend to be undervalued often being depicted as low skilled 
(Korczynski 2005). 
 
Student-working is likely to continue as a mass phenomenon, partly because 
students need jobs. Recent government policy changes in Australia, as elsewhere, 
have encouraged greater numbers of higher education students and, hence, to 
reduced funding per student. In addition, students need to work while studying in 
order to show that they have employment experience and employment-related skills 
(Holmes 2008). At the same time, industry needs student workers. The shift in the 
balance of industries within the Australian and other economies from primary and 
secondary to tertiary industries means an increasing need for people available 
during non-standard working hours and for short shifts. Some major employers rely 
heavily on their student workforces, as data from the broader project have shown 
(Smith & Patton, 2011).  
 
Many previous studies have focused on the impact of part-time work on educational 
attainment. While some studies have shown a negative impact on grades when more 
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than about 10 hours a week are worked, it is hard to tell whether this is a result of the 
part-time job or whether the students working long hours are not particularly 
engaged with schooling anyway (Smith & Green, 2001).  It is generally agreed that 
full-time university students work longer hours, around 15 a week, although there are 
no firm data available. It is also quite frequently argued that working while at 
university reduces engagement with the institution and is therefore to be regretted 
(James, Bexley, Devlin & Marginson, 2007). 
 
To set the Australian context, it should be noted that compared with other countries 
such as the UK, it is less common for young Australian people to move away from 
home to attend university. Most Australians, but not all of course, live in metropolitan 
areas and study at a university within daily travelling distance. Australia also has a 
large proportion of mature-aged students at university, but this study looked only at 
those going to university straight from school or within two years of leaving school. 
Of course, older students are likely to be working already when enrolling at 
university. They were outside the scope of this study. 
 
Research method 
As part of the major national project, longitudinal work with young (within two years 
of leaving school) full-time university students was carried out in focus groups, 
individual interviews and surveys over three years to investigate their experiences in 
part-time work. In addition, in-depth interviews were held with managers in university 
career services. Three universities of diverse natures were involved and were 
purposefully selected to try to represent some of the diversity of university type and 
student cohort.  Australia has 39 universities in total. The three universities that took 
part in the study are described in Table 1: 
 
Table 1: Research sites 
University Name Type Location 
Charles Sturt University Non-aligned, lower tier Rural/regional 
Queensland University of 
Technology 
Australian Technology Network 
(middle tier) 
Metropolitan 
University of Sydney Group of Eight (top tier) Metropolitan  
 
This paper reports only on the research undertaken directly with the students 
themselves. The students’ labour market experiences before entering university as 
well as their experiences while at university were examined, particularly in the first 
round of interviews.  
 
The method for the part of the study reported in this paper is shown in Table 2. The 
research was carried out over three years, beginning with the students’ first year at 
university. Participants continued from year to year; no new participants were added.  
 
Table 2: Research phases 
       Year 
University 
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 
 Focus groups Focus groups Interviews Mailed survey 
CSU n=14 in 5 groups n=12 in 6 groups n=6 n=3 
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QUT n=27 in 6 groups n=8 in 6 groups n=3 n=2 
USYD n=21 in 5 groups n=9 in 5 groups n=6 n=0 
Total n=62 n=29 n=15 n=5 
 n=20 
 
As can be seen from Table 2, and as might be expected, numbers decreased by 
Year 3 and it proved increasingly difficult to gather people together and so we 
decided to carry out either individual interviews or post survey forms to them 
covering as much as possible of the third year interview protocol.  
 
Focus groups in Years 1 and 2 proceeded around the following broad questioning 
areas: 
 If you have had part-time jobs, why have you had them? Do you enjoy your 
work and get the chance to use your abilities? 
 If you have not had part-time jobs, why have you not had them? 
 Can you describe the changes that have taken place in the jobs you have 
held over the years? (prompts: promotion, more responsibility, changes in 
industry area, longer or shorter hours etc) 
 Have your views about the industries in which you have worked, and the jobs 
you have done, changed as a result of having worked in them? 
 Do your part-time jobs have any direct or indirect links to the careers that you 
eventually want to enter? 
 How did coming to university affect your ability to continue in, or gain, a part-
time job? 
 
Year 3 interviews and mailed survey qualitative questions focused on: 
 Looking back over your career as a student worker, including the time when 
you were still at school, please briefly describe the changes that have taken 
place in your employment over time and any special reasons for the changes. 
 What effects do you think your experiences as a student-worker will have on 
what you do as you move into full-time employment or further study? 
 What advice would you give to employers who employ or wish to employ 
student-workers? 
 What advice would you give to school students as they begin their student-
working career? 
 
In addition, we collected ‘short snapshots’ from participants in each year which 
covered the following issues: 
 Year left school 
 Nature of accommodation term-time 
 First job ( whenever this occurred): year & industry area 
 Number of part-time jobs while at school 
 Subsequent job industry while at school after first job 
 Multiple part-time jobs while at school? 
 Any gap year? 
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 Current job (term-time) 
 Job (term-time) industry 
 Job (holiday) 
 Job (holiday) industry 
 Current job continued from school job? 
 Length of time in school job 
 Whether had undertaken apprenticeship or traineeship 
 
The findings of this paper are primarily drawn from these snapshots, augmented by 
additional explanation of their jobs provided in interview, rather than from the 
interview transcripts.  
 
Demographic data for the original participants (ie using Year 1 data) are provided in 
Tables 3 (a) and 3 (b). 
 
Table 3(a) Gender of participants 
        University 
Gender 
CSU QUT USYD Total 
n % n % n % n % 
Female 12 85.7 23 85.2 14 66.7 49 79.0 
Male 2 14.3 4 14.8 7 33.3 13 21.0 
 14  27  21  62  
 
 Table 3 (b) Discipline area of participants 
        University 
Discipline area 
CSU QUT USYD Total 
n % n % n % n % 
Science/Medical 5 35.7 16 59.3 14 66.7 35 56.4 
Arts/Business 4 28.6 4 14.8 5 23.8 13 21.0 
Teaching 5 35.7 7 25.9 0 0 12 19.4 
Engineering 0 0 0 0 2 9.5 2 3.2 
Total 14      62  
 
The gender distribution remained reasonably constant over the three years of the 
study, but the discipline distribution did not. A large majority of the science/medical 
students dropped out of the study; and also all but one of the teaching students at 
QUT withdrew. The overall retention rate was highest at CSU.  
 
From the data, work trajectories were developed for 19 participants, spanning a nine-
year period beginning, for most participants, when they were in Year 9 of schooling 
(approximately aged 14). Australian schooling (for those who do not leave early) is 
completed in Year 12. The trajectories were basically a record of their part-time 
working experiences. We had the advantage of capturing their pre-university days as 
well as their university days. Most studies of part-time working focus either on jobs 
while at school or while at university and do not acknowledge the sweep of working 
careers for students, hence our study provides valuable data about the ways in 
which school-days jobs continue or otherwise into university days.  
 
Findings 
To provide an overall view of the jobs the students held, Table 4 provides a summary 
of the main jobs held by the 20 participants in year 3, in order of frequency. It was 
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relatively common for students to have more than one part-time job, but the table 
illustrates only the main job.  
 
Table 4 Industry area of participants’ main part-time job in Year 3 of the study 
        University 
Industry area 
CSU QUT USYD Total 
n % n % n % n % 
Hospitality 1 11.2 2 40.0 1 16.6 4 20.0 
Teaching/tutoring 0 0 1 20.0 2 33.3 3 15.0 
Administration 1 11.1 1 20.0 1 16.7 3 10.0 
Retail 1 11.1 0 0 1 16.7 2 10.0 
Medical 1 11.1 1 20.0 0 0 2 10.0 
Residential advisor at 
uni 
2 22.2 0 0 0 0 2 10.0 
Engineering 0 0 0 0 1 16.7 1 5.0 
Agriculture 1 11.1 0 0 0 0 1 5.0 
Cleaning 1 11.1 0 0 0 0 1 5.0 
Warehousing/transport 1 11.1 0 0 0 0 1 5.0 
 9  5  6    
 
19 of the Year 3 participants provided sufficient data to complete the trajectories. 
The participants divided into two main groups: those with remarkable continuity in 
their part-time working careers and those with variety.  Two examples of each are 
provided, as it is not possible to reproduce them all (Table 5).
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Table 5 Examples of part-time working trajectories 
Trajectories showing continuity 
Pseudonym, 
uni., course 
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Leila  
USYD 
BA Liberal 
Studies 
Continuous job 
Retail assistant 
Family business 
Continuous job 
Retail assistant 
Continuous job 
Retail assistant 
Continuous job 
Retail assistant 
 Full-time (6m) 
Teacher’s aide 
then 
Full-time retail asst 
Database admin 
then 
Retail assistant 
Retail assistant 
Dep’t store 
Temporary, 
Transcribing 
1998-2000 Year 9 Year 10 Year 11 Year 12 Gap year Year 1 Uni Year 2 Uni Year 3 Uni 
 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Sarah  
QUT 
(took a year 
off in year 3) 
  Continuous job 
Fast food service, McDonald’s 
Continuous job 
Fast food service, 
McDonald’s 
Continuous job 
Manager, 
McDonald’s 
Continuous job 
Manager, McDonald’s 
Continuous job 
Manager, McDonald’s 
Job 2 
Retail, Furniture store 
   Year 11 Year 12 Year 1 Uni Year 2 Uni Year 3 Uni – took year off 
Trajectories showing variety 
Name 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Caitlin Weston 
USYD 
BA Liberal 
Studies 
Occasional job 
Babysitting 
Occasional job 
Babysitting 
Term-time job 
Cafe 
Occasional job 
Babysitting 
Term-time job 
Chicken 
restaurant 
Occasional job 
Babysitting 
Occasional 
job 
Babysitting 
Full-time job 
Retail asst  
Sport shop 
Full-time job 
Retail assistant 
Sport shop 
then 
Casual After school 
care & childcare 
Casual job 
After school care 
then 
Weekends, Pharmacy  
then 
Assistant, Pub 
Continuous 
job 
Assistant, 
Pub 
Continuous job 
Pub assistant 
then 
Temp Lab asst 
then 
jewellery store  
Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 Year 11 Year 12 Gap year Year 1 Uni Year 2 Uni Year 3 Uni 
 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Michael  
CSU 
Bachelor of 
Education 
(Primary) 
Continuous job 
Cashier, 
Supermarket 
Continuous job 
Cashier, 
Supermarket 
Continuous job 
Service station 
attendant 
Continuous job 
Service station 
attendant 
Continuous job 
Warehouse/delivery 
Corporate Express 
Continuous job 
Warehouse/delivery 
Job 2 (5 months) 
Hardware store 
Continuous job 
Warehouse/delivery 
Job 2 (4 months) 
Joinery 
Year 9 Year 10 Year 11 Year 12 Year 1 Uni Year 2 Uni Year 3 Uni 
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Pseudonyms are provided for the participants. Participants typically had six or seven 
years of formal employment by the time they completed university, and some had 
prior informal employment.  
Of the ‘continuity’ group Leila is a prime example Almost her entire working career 
had been in retail. She began while very young in a family business (in fact while still 
at primary school) and then from year 9 (aged 15) had formal employment in retail 
apart from Year 12, the final examination year, when she did not work. She took a 
gap year when she worked as a teacher’s’ aide and then back into retail.  It was not 
until the third year of university that she moved out of retail, beginning work as a 
transcriber. Sarah worked for McDonalds in fast food continuously since Year 11 
through to her final year of university, being promoted to a part-time management job 
in her first year of university. 
Among the ‘variety’ group, Chelsea’s part-time working history included multiple jobs 
in two of the three years of university. While she held a range of positions, there 
were some common threads among her work history: retail, child care and 
hospitality. In Year 3 of university, like Leila, she moved into work connected with 
university-in her case, laboratory assistant work. Michael’s career showed some 
variety but again with common threads. While at school he worked in retail then as a 
service station attendant; while at university he held one continuous job in 
warehouse/delivery and had shorter-term jobs in a hardware retailers and then in a 
joinery.  
Among other trajectories, which cannot be shown for reasons of space, some other 
trends, that were also reflected in the interviews and in the company case studies, 
were the following: 
 Students living in remoter rural areas found it difficult to maintain continuous 
work histories, sometimes returning to their parental home in the vacations 
and undertaking farm work both on their parents’ properties’ and neighbours’. 
 Students living in smaller regional towns were able to obtain ‘transfers’ with 
their employers, alternating for example in one case, between checkout work 
in Woolworth’s’ in a  small country town during vacations and in the university 
location term-time.  
 Some students undertook unpaid voluntary work or course-related internships 
as well as their paid part-time jobs.  
 
Discussion and conclusion 
We commence with an acknowledgement of some of the limitations of the data. 
Firstly, the data are quite old; our study took place during the years 2006-8. In 
hindsight this period was the height of the Australian economic boom and although 
the Global Financial Crisis has not affected Australia so badly as other countries, 
unemployment has risen by about one percentage point since 2008 and hence 
students presumably find work a little harder to come by.  
Secondly, our dataset is small; the group of 20 participants that remained by the end 
of the three-year study can only provide an indication of what working lives of 
university students might be like. However, the other parts of the study (the school 
surveys, which involved much larger numbers) and the longitudinal case studies, 
8 
 
many of which included university students as well as school students as well as 
managers who had themselves been student-workers, supported the findings of our 
university-based research.  
The trajectories illustrate the diversity and multiplicity of jobs held by young students 
through their school and university days. Some students had consistent and 
developmental medium-term careers in major companies, while others engaged in a 
variety of different positions, sometimes holding down two or three jobs at a time. 
Their working careers typically spanned six or seven years although five had only 
worked for four or five years. 
 
As many writers including have noted, while at school retail and fast food are the 
most common industries of employment for young people, employing over 60% of 
school students Smith & Green (2001). The data suggest that diversification occurs 
during university studies.  
Most research on the working lives of students focuses on the effects of students’ 
work on their studies, or on the relationship (or lack of relationship) of their work to 
their university studies. This common viewpoint is essentially a deficit model where 
studies are seen to be pre-eminent and work is seen as a secondary and sometimes 
undesirable necessity. In contrast, our participants made us understand that their 
working lives as students were legitimate components of their lives while at 
university and of their working careers.  The longevity and variety of their working 
careers indicates broad and/or skills development in occupations and fields often 
unconnected with, and therefore additional to, those gained their studies. Juggling 
jobs and studies, and sometimes multiple jobs, also honed time management skills. 
Sarah, for example, said in her mailed survey: 
Working full-time between two jobs is great to improve organisational skills. 
The students were also proud of their careers as student-workers. Two of the 
Charles Sturt University participants said in their mailed surveys: 
Where I have worked, the employers liked student-workers as they would get in 
and do the job or get out, very few would not pull their weight and still stay. 
I think student-workers are reliable, responsible and can be trusted in the 
workplace. 
The insights gained from this study help us to understand that, in Australia at least, 
part-time working while studying has irrevocably changed the relationship of young 
adults with the labour market, and has also changed the nature of the labour market.  
Changes in our notions of career demand that we consider a more encompassing 
perspective, and recognise the important skills young people are developing as 
preparation for a career pattern which will include multiple combinations of lifelong 
learning and work. 
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